In recognizing the weakness of trade unions and the lack of an institutional framework designed to enforce employee rights in an African context, this study examines the extent to which HR practitioners are perceived to play the role of employee advocate.
Employee Advocacy in Africa: The Role of HR Practitioners in Malawi Introduction
The last few decades have seen significant research into the role that Human Resource (HR) practitioners and HR departments play in organizations (e.g. Conner and Ulrich, 1996; Foote and Robinson, 1999; Gooderham and Nordhaug, 1997; Heffernan et al., 2016; Kochan, 1997; Lemmergaard, 2009; Mamman and Al Khulaibi, 2014; Mamman and Somantri, 2014; Ulrich, Losey and Lake 1997) . This research activity has culminated in the development of a number of theories and models aimed at understanding the role that HR does or should play (Storey, 1992; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005; Ulrich, Losey and Lake 1997 ). Yet, in spite of these developments, there is still a dearth of systematic research into how HR practitioners tackle the conflicting roles they are expected to play. In particular, there is a need for more research in order to understand how HR practitioners satisfy the needs of the multiple stakeholders they are supposed to serve within their employing organisations (Graham and Tarbell, 2006) .
The advent of strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) has led to an emphasis on the need for HR practitioners to play a strategic role in order to be of institutional relevance (Lawler and Mohrman, 2003; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005; Ulrich, Losey and Lake 1997 ). An appreciable number of studies have been designed to investigate the extent to which HR practitioners are indeed playing their new roles as strategic partners and change agents (Caldwell, 2008; Conner and Ulrich, 1996; Hailey et al., 2005; Lemmergaard, 2009; Ulrich, 1998; Ulrich and Brocbank, 2005; Whittaker and Marchington, 2003; Wright et al., 2001) . Even in developing countries and transitional economies, there have been investigations of the strategic roles that HR practitioners can play (Antila, 2006; Antila and Kakkonen, 2008; Bowen et al., 2002; Mamman and Al Khulaibi, 2014; Mamman and Somantri, 2014; Sumelius, et.al., 2009; Zhu et al., 2005; Zuzeviciute and Maragarita, 2010) . Other authors call for the roles of HR practitioners to be expanded beyond organizational boundaries, in order to fill the gaps left by weak institutions in developing countries (Mamman, Bakuwa and Kamoche, 2012) . However, it has been argued that the emphasis on the strategic role for HR practitioners has pushed the pendulum too far towards the interests of organizations and managers, to the detriment of the employees' own interests (Graham and Tarbell, 2006) . As Stark and Poppler (2017:2) Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) and Ulrich, Losey and Lake (1997) have pointed out that, within the context of their new-found roles, there is need for HR practitioners to revisit their traditional roles as employee champions or employee advocates. In essence, the demise of traditional workforce-centered personnel functions has created the need for advocacy within organizations to ensure that employees' voices are heard amid the drive for more strategic types of activities. As Ellig (1997: 91) states so succinctly; with the advent of HR and its emphasis on being a business partner, "Many have gone too far, however, and are in danger of contaminating the HR identifier by excluding the role of employee advocate. The traditional employee advocate plays a vital role, because the achievement of organization's strategic objectives is now widely accepted to be contingent on the effective management of employees (Barney and Wright, 1998; Kochan, 1997; Jackson and Schuler, 1995) . Further, aside from this instrumental reason, there are also normative reasons why employee advocacy is a vital role for HR practitioners. Both national employment policies and international labour conventions demand fairness and equity in the treatment of employees as key stakeholders of the organization (Graham and Tarbell, 2006) .
From the HR practitioners' perspectives, it is vital that stakeholders have a positive view of the way they deliver their roles while, at the same time, acknowledging the potential ethical conflicts and compromises that may arise when simultaneously undertaking business partner and employee advocate roles (McCracken, O'Kane, Brown and McCrory, 2017) . In the context of developing countries, the absence of strong institutions to regulate employment relations has made the employee advocacy role of HR practitioners critical to ensuring fairness and equity in the workplace. In fact, many countries in Africa, perhaps understandably, do not have equal employment legislation or minimum wage legislation; and where such laws exist, they are rarely enforced. Given that HR practitioners and HR departments are supposed to play a significant role in integrating organizational strategy with HR policy and practice in order to achieve organizational objectives (Kochan and Dyer, 1993) , and in so doing achieve economic development, the neglect of this important area of research requires urgent remedy. Introducing a special edition of this journal on the subject of employee relations in Africa, Wood (2008: 329) (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005) .
Research Objectives and the Context of Malawi
The main purpose of this paper is to investigate the extent to which HR practitioners are perceived to be playing an employee advocate role within an African context where institutions and trade unions are weak. Specifically, the study seeks to accomplish the following: to examine line managers', employees' and HR managers' perceptions of the extent to which the employee advocate role is being played; to test the utility of Ulrich's model of the employee advocate role in an African context; examine the significance of each element that together constitute the employee advocate role within an African context; and to draw out the research and practical implications of the findings both for employment practice and for future research.
In order to address these objectives, this study draws on primary data which were gathered in the sub-Saharan country of Malawi. According to the World Bank (2018) country profile, Malawi has a population of approximately 18,000,000 and is classed as a low income country with life expectancy at birth reported as 56.6 years for females and 53.7 years for males (Government of Malawi, 2018 Subsequent sections of the paper will review literature to explore the nature and importance of the employee advocate role from an HR perspective. Having stated the hypotheses of the study, the main findings of the study will then be presented along with conclusions and possible directions for future research.
Employee Perspectives on HR roles
Ever since the popularization of strategic human resource management, there have been growing calls for the need to avoid the neglect of employee perspectives on HR roles in organizations (Blyton and Turnbull, 1998; Järlström, Saru and Vanhala, 2016; Renwick, 2003; Turnbull and Wass, 1998) . Even advocates of a strategic role for HR practitioners caution against the marginalization of the employee perspective within HR roles (Kochan, 1997; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005) . Indeed, it has been argued that although the conceptualizations of HR role and strategic HR research have widely acknowledged employee perspectives within HR roles, most attention has been paid to the managerial and organizational dimensions of HR roles (Clark, Mabey, and Skinner, 1998; Graham and Tarbell, 2006; Guest and Conway, 1999; Legge, 1995; Storey, 1995) In providing broad conceptualizations of HR roles, several experts have identified the employee dimension of HR as one of its key elements. For example, Ulrich and his colleagues conducted an important study looking at HR professionals' roles involving a sample of 256 HR professionals. The research was used to identify four roles: change agent, strategic partner, employee champion, and administrative expert (Conner and Ulrich, 1996) .
The study found that the employee champion and administrative expert roles scored the highest, while the strategic partner and change agent roles had the two lowest scores. A later conceptualization of HR roles by Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) been argued that conceptualizing the HR role as placing emphasis on the employee perspective (e.g. Storey, 1992) contains an inherent conflict, because it is inevitable that HR practitioners will have to strike trade-offs between the employees' and the organization's interests (Caldwell, 2003; Graham and Tarbell, 2006) . In fact, recent research by Heizmann and Fox (2017: 14) provides evidence to indicate that some HR practitioners are so concerned with being seen to have adopted the role of business partner that they have: 'strongly distanced themselves from the 'soft' employee advocate position'. In a developing country context this issue of trade-offs is more likely to be at the detriment of employees, in part because the institutional arrangements to protect employees' interests are very weak and sometimes non-existent Mamman, Kamoche, and Bakuwa, 2012) . Although there has been a call for HR practitioners to take on a more holistic role, requiring the serious incorporation of employee perspectives (Renwick, 2003) , there is little empirical evidence about whether this advice is being heeded in the developing countries of Africa. Hence the focus of this research is on determining the extent to which the employee advocate role is in fact taken on in the African context. We argue that because of the weak and limited institutional support for employee rights in Africa, the employee advocate role is less likely to be performed by HR practitioners there.
There are many reasons why the employee advocate role is critical to HR roles: the broad reasons are strategic/instrumental and normative (Graham and Tarbell, 2006) . As regards the strategic/instrumental reason, it has long been argued that organizations should take a strategic approach to the management of human resources as a means of achieving operational and strategic objectives (Barney and Wright 1998; Schuler, and Jackson, 1987; Wright et al., 2001) . In other words, the employees' motivation to achieve organizational objectives is tied to the extent to which their concerns and needs are addressed. Therefore, experts argue that HR practitioners should play a significant role to ensure that organizations and line managers respect employees' interests as key to securing their commitment in the achievement of organizational objectives (Barney and Wright, 1998; Kochan, 1997; Wright et. al., 2001 ). The specific HR role, which is crucial for achieving this, is the employee advocate role (Kochan, 1997) . Therefore, it can be argued that the degree to which HR practitioners play an employee advocate role will depend on the extent to which the organization views employees as a strategic asset. Given that the concept of strategic HR management is yet to take a significant hold in African organizations (Kamoche et al., 2004 ), it will not be surprising if HR practitioners are found not to be playing an employee advocate role for strategic and instrumental reasons. Conversely, it can also be argued that, given that private sector organizations are more likely to face significant competition in both the product and labor market, they are more likely to adopt the strategic approach to HR management and therefore that their HR practitioners would be more likely to be allowed to play an employee advocate role for strategic and instrumental
reasons.
An important dimension of the instrumental reason as to why HR practitioners should play an employee advocate role is the need to demonstrate credibility to key stakeholders, namely employees, trade unions and relevant institutions. Indeed, several experts have reported on the HR practitioners' struggle to gain credibility. The reasons range from balkanization to the deprofessionalisation of the HR function (Purcell and Ahlstrand, 1994) ; their impact and influence usually derives from multiple experts rather than from a clearly distinct function (Purcell and Ahlstrand, 1994) . Other credibility challenges faced by HR practitioners relate to maintaining autonomy and influence, to powerlessness, marginalisation, porous occupational boundaries, and tension pertaining to balancing the interests of multiple stakeholders (Kochan 1997; Ulrich, 1997; 1998) . Therefore, in order to demonstrate their relevance and enhance their credibility to stakeholders, the employee advocate role (amongst others) is one of the key roles expected of HR practitioners (Kochan; Ulrich, 1997; 1998; Ulrich et al., 1995; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005) . Already there is some evidence to suggest that such roles are being played by HR practitioners in both developed and developing countries (Bowen et al., 2002; Conner and Ulrich, 1996; Mamman and Al Khulaibi, 2014; Mamman and Somantri, 2014; Sumelius, Smale and Bjorkman, 2009 ).
Another important reason why the employee advocate role is important concerns the organization's and its managers' obligation to look after the interests of employees regardless of the strategic imperative. This is what is referred to as the normative reason. In fact, it has been argued that HR practitioners have an ethical responsibility to protect the rights of employees as a norm of the profession (Graham and Tarbell, 2006) . This normative role has been buttressed by international labour standards and conventions (International Labour Organization, 2005) . Similarly, the professional code of HR practice also underscores the need for HR practitioners to ensure the ethical treatment of employees in the workplace (Graham and Tarbell, 2006) . In essence, in the absence of highly developed employee relations systems and policies in many African contexts, aspects of the employee performances (Mamman and Somantri, 2013; Mitsuhashi et al., 1999; Wright et al., 2001 ).
Therefore, in addition to the key research objectives outlined earlier, the study tests the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: HR practitioners in Africa are unlikely to play a significant employee advocate role. This is because of the presence of weak trade unions and other institutions to enforce employee rights in the workplace.
Hypothesis 2: There will be a significant difference between line managers, employees and HR managers in the perception of the extent to which the employee advocate role is being performed. This is because multiple constituency theory suggests that the perception of HR practitioner effectiveness will vary across stakeholders.
Hypothesis 3: Given the instrumental reason to demonstrate their credibility, HR managers are more likely to see themselves performing an employee advocate role than line managers and employees are to view them as performing such a role.
Hypothesis 4:
Motivating employees as an element of the HR practitioners' role will have a significant influence on the perception of HR practitioners' performance of the employee advocate role. This is because, if done effectively, motivating employees will include all the facets of the employee advocacy role performed by HR practitioners.
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Method
This study is based on a survey of of line managers (N=121), HR practitioners (N=95) and employees (N=89). Thus a total of N=305 respondents, employed within N= 162 private sector companies operating in Malawi companies, completed and returned the questionnaires which they had been sent. The sample of 162 companies was drawn from the Malawi Confederation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry (MCCCI) directory. All the companies are categorized as medium-sized companies that have HR functional areas.
Respondents were asked to respond to 13 items on a 5-point Likert-type scale which incorporated strongly agree to strongly disagree response categories. This instrument was developed from the work of Corner & Ulrich (1996) and Ulrich and Brockbank (2015) .
Specifically, the items explored the perceptions of the respondents towards the employee advocate role played by HR practitioners in their organizations (Strongly disagree to Strongly agree). For example, the items sought to gauge the respondents' perceptions of the extent to which HR: listens to employees; cares for the financial needs of employees; is the first to defend employees' rights; and shares in the happiness and sadness of the staff (see table 1 ).
The scale of 13 items was assessed for reliability using the Cronbach Alpha coefficient. To produce reliable results a scale should have as high an alpha coefficient as possible, and certainly at least 0.7 (de Vaus, 2002: 127) . The Cronbach Alpha for the scale of 13 items was 0.916; hence the instrument used in this study can be considered to be reliable.
Results

Perception of Employee Advocate Role
One of the main objectives of this study is to investigate the respondents' perceptions as to whether African HR practitioners do play an employee advocate role. By extension, this would also test the utility of Ulrich's model for the HR role in an African context. Examining the HR employee advocate role will also enable us to test our first hypothesis, which states that due to weak trade unions and the weakness of the institutional environment designed to enforce employee rights, HR practitioners are less likely to play such role. As can be seen from Since their credibility is tied to the role they play in their organizations, the more HR professionals are in a position to identify "niche roles" and play them effectively, the more their credibility will be enhanced. In fact it has been argued that, in order to have access to higher decision making table, HR practitioners must first demonstrate their utility to the organization through providing solutions to the problems facing the organization rather than merely assuming that they will have easy access to such decision making structures by virtue of their formal position (Conner, & Ulrich, 1996; Mamman, & Al Kulaiby, 2014; Sang Long, 2011) .
[Take in Table 1 about here]
Based on the argument concerning the conflicting roles of HR practitioners, as well as multiple constituency theory which predicts that perceptions of the effectiveness their roles will vary across stakeholders within the organization (Mamman and Somantri, 2014; Mitsuhashi et al., 1999; Wright et al., 2001) , the study tests hypotheses 2 that there will be a significant difference between line managers, employees and HR managers in the perception of the extent to which an employee advocate role is being performed. Based on the overall mean presented in Table 1 above, hypothesis 2 is supported. Specifically, overall, HR practitioners appear to rank themselves higher than other stakeholders rank them. This is not unexpected, and corroborates previous studies (Mamman and Kulaiby, 2014; Mamman and Somantri, 2013; Wright et al., 2001 ). This finding supports an earlier study of the perception of HR roles (Bhatnagar and Sharma, 2005: 1711) in which it was found that "Discriminant 
functional analysis reflected that line and HR managers differed significantly in their
Significance of the elements that constitute the Employee Advocate Role
Amongst the objectives of this study is an examination of the significance of each element that constitutes an employee advocate role within an African context, and an exploration of the extent to which the elements relate to employee motivation. To address these objectives, regression analyses were conducted. The regression was first used to establish how well the set of variables is able to predict respondents' perceptions that HR practitioners play an employee advocate role, and second to determine which variable among the variables is the major predictor of the respondents' perception that HR practitioners play an employee advocate role. The results of the first regression analysis revealed that there is at least some relationship between all the independent variables and the dependent variable. However, the two variables HR practitioners care for employees health needs and HR practitioners care for family needs had the lowest correlations (.245 and .212 respectively), along with HR practitioners as employees' advocate, while the rest of the variables had correlations above .4. Therefore, HR practitioners care for employees health needs and HR practitioners care for family needs were not included in the further regression analysis. In addition, the bivariate correlation between HR practitioners listen to employees and HR practitioners implement employees suggestions was high (.751) indicating the existence of multicollinearity. Tabachnick and Fidell (1996: 86) suggest that one should 'think carefully before including two variables with a bivariate correlation of say, .7 or above in the same analysis'. Therefore, HR implement employees suggestions has been dropped, while HR listen to employees has been retained because the latter has a higher correlation with HR practitioners as employees' advocate. Likewise, the bivariate correlation between HR practitioners organize regular meetings with staff and HR practitioners contribute in motivating employees was high (.733), therefore HR practitioners contribute in motivating employees has been retained and HR practitioners organize meetings with staff has been dropped, since the latter has a lower correlation with HR practitioners as employees' advocate. Therefore, eight factors were used for the second regression analysis and the results are presented in table 2 and 3. [Take in Table 3 about here]
The results presented in table 3 reveal that the regression F is significant (F = 68.885; df = 9, 289; p < 0.05) and the variance accounted for is substantial (R 2 = 68.9%, adjusted R 2 = 67.9%). However, when all the 9 variables are taken together, HR practitioners organize regular meetings with staff makes the strongest unique and statistically significant contribution (beta = .387) towards explaining the respondents' perception that HR 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 E m p l o y e e R e l a t i o n s 13 practitioners contribute in motivating employees. Therefore, based on the results of this study, the perception that HR practitioners perform an employee advocate role is mainly associated with the perception that HR practitioners contribute in motivating employees through organizing regular staff meetings. Perhaps, by organizing regular meetings with staff HR practitioners are able to listen to the views and concerns of the employees. In fact, literature on employee motivation found that the presence of enabling structures which provide employees with opportunities to air their concerns in the workplace has a direct and positive impact on employee motivation (Salin, 2003) . Our findings are consistent with this research as they indicate that the presence of a structure to enable regular meetings with employees is associated with employees' perceptions that HR professionals are fulfilling an advocacy role. Similarly, research by Ulrich, Brockbank, Yeung, & Lake, (1995) indicates that, when HR professionals demonstrate competencies in delivering HR practices, they are perceived as more effective. Arguably, this is further indication that employees believe that the regular meetings offered by HR professionals are positively seen as advocacy-type activity.
Conclusion
The main aim of this study was to examine perceptions of the employee advocate role in an African context where trade unions and other institutional structures designed to enforce employee interests are weak. The study found that despite the challenges of the context, HR practitioners are perceived by key stakeholders (line managers and employees) to be playing an employee advocate role. This is very encouraging from the point of view of the strategic and normative role of HR practitioners in Africa in general and Malawi in particular. The study corroborates similar studies of HR roles in developing and transitional economy countries (Akuratiyagamage, 2005; Antila, 2006; Antila and Kakkonen, 2008; Bowen et al., 2002; Mamman and Somantri, 2014; Mamman and Al Khulaibi, 2014; Zuzeviciute and Maragarita, 2010) . Therefore the study has contributed to the existing literature. It also lends support to the utility of Ulrich's model for the HR role.
To date, there has been a scarcity of research which has investigated the relative significance of key elements used to measure the importance of the employee advocate role in a developing country where the institutional and socio-cultural context differs from the contexts of developed countries where the model originated. Our study of the relative significance of the elements in the HR construct has opened up potential avenues to examine Another contribution made by this study concerns its corroboration of previous studies and its support for multiple constituency theory regarding the argument that because of the conflicting roles of HR practitioners, the perception of the effectiveness of the roles they perform will vary across stakeholders. This inherent conflict in the HR role is unlikely to be resolved. However, consciously striking a balance between the normative and instrumental dimensions of the employee advocate role should enable HR practitioners to address the potential perception of bias when they perform their roles. This should also improve their credibility in the eyes of the stakeholders.
A significant finding from this study is the revelation that the motivating role of HR practitioners can be perceived as a significant factor that influences stakeholders' perceptions of whether HR practitioners are performing an employee advocate role. We think this is a significant contribution of this study, because, as far as we are aware, experts appear to view all the elements that constitute the employee advocate role as of equal significance. Our finding suggests otherwise. Therefore the finding suggests that more research is needed to determine whether certain elements are more important than others not only regarding employee advocate role but in other roles such as strategic partner, change agent and HR leader roles. If certain elements in a particular role (that is, construct) are more important than others, it is essential to determine which element is important and to whom and why. This particular finding is instructive for HR practitioners if they want to enhance their credibility in the eyes of line managers and employees. We argue that because the motivating role will involve several elements in the construct, HR practitioners will do well if they consider the motivating role seriously.
In conclusion, this research has limitations, yet the limitations also suggest fruitful potentials for further research on the topic of HR roles, especially in developing countries.
We highlight that the study findings are, in part, based on the self-perceptions of a sample of HR professionals and note that self-perception has theoretical foundations that extend beyond emphasize that more research is needed to appreciate the dynamics and complexity of both research and practice based on the self-perceptions of HR professionals. At a fundamental level, the caveat attached to our findings is that more research is needed to determine the accuracy of the self-perceptions of HR professionals in relation to their status, contribution and effectiveness in organizational settings.
In relation to the geographical context of our research; we have emphasized above that the labour context of Malawi is characterized by an informal sector which dominates the national economy. Our findings, derived from respondents employed in the formal sector, highlight that HR practitioners are seen as employee advocates though these findings are not intended to shed light on any advocacy processes that may be taking place in the informal sector. Further research is needed to establish the extent to which the network of interrelationships to which Horowitz (2015) referred, operate in the informal sector Malawi in order to compensate for the absence of an HR presence. The limitations of the current study thus create opportunities for more research on the topic. For example, as pointed out earlier, it would be informative to establish how stakeholders would like HR practitioners to perform the employee advocate role in addition to asking the respondents about the effectiveness of the role performed. We hope future complementary research will address this issue. Within the context of the developing countries of Africa, a comparative study is needed since the context of HR roles as performed, as well as the institutional environment, differs across the continent. Without further study, therefore, our research cannot be generalized to other countries. Finally, other contextual variables such as size and industry could shed further light on how HR practitioners perform an employee advocate role. This is another line of inquiry that can be pursued by future researchers. l  a  t  i  o  n  s 21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60   E  m  p  l  o  y  e  e  R  e  l  a  t  i  o  n  s 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60   E  m  p  l  o  y  e  e  R  e  l  a  t  i  o  n  s 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 
